The general public would probably conclude that they are living in an era of great scientific advancement if they were to review the steady increase in the number of scientific journals published over the past two decades and also see how many journals have become thicker, with each issue containing more articles. A study of the numbers of pages published annually in both the American and British & European volumes of The Journal of Hand Surgery would suggest that 2.25 times more research was performed in 1999 than in 1979 (Fig 1) . But does this explosion in scientific publishing really reflect an era of great advancement and does the reduction in the size of the British & European volume of The Journal of Hand Surgery during my editorship (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) indicate that this journal is failing while others succeed? In my opinion the answer to the first question is 'no' and the answer to the second is 'definitely no'.
I believe that the increase in the number of journals and their size is all about supply and demand. Universities and academic institutions throughout the past decade have had to demonstrate their value and worth by regularly providing evidence of their academic activity. In the United Kingdom this is done with the 'Research Assessment Exercise' through which the worth of an institution and its academic staff is assessed every 3 years. One of the main measures of value is the number of publications. Sadly, in my view, this assessment exercise is taken far too seriously with universities developing tactical ploys in order to maximize their score. To the individual scientist, doctor or surgeon working within an academic institution, it has resulted in increased pressure to publish articles in scientific journals regularly. The phrase 'publish or perish' is more than just a catch-phrase and does indeed reflect the situation in some instances. In a world with a fixed number of journals, each of which had a fixed number of pages to publish each year, this policy might have been of great benefit, increasing the quality of scientific research and writing as only the best papers would be published. However, in my opinion, it has simply produced a market for an increased number of journals to accommodate the papers rejected by the established journals and commercial market forces have seized on this opportunity and obliged. In my view this has been counterproductive as may also be the tentative plan in some countries to create internet depositories of scientific research to which there is free/cheap access. The aim of this is to reduce the costs to academic institutions of stocking their libraries with increasing numbers of journals which are perceived as being filled with papers produced by the staff of academic institu-tions to be read by the staff of academic institutions but for the profit of publishers.
Increasing the number of journals and their size in my view has resulted in scientists, doctors and surgeons in all fields being swamped with more articles which are ''relevant'' to their practice than they can ever hope to read, let alone evaluate and digest. Furthermore it probably results in the particularly good articles being less easy to find in the ever increasing ''evidence-base''. The reader or researcher who is preparing a reference list for a scientific paper is however nowadays helped by Medline and other powerful reference databases which can easily be accessed online. These quickly allow researchers to find many papers relevant to their subject and sift through them at a superficial level without having to spend hours in the library.
However, Medline offers the researcher an enticing temptation as it provides him/her immediately with a neatly typed abstract of the paper. Although the abstract has probably been assessed by the referees and editor of the journal in which the article was published, some slip through and report what the authors of the paper consider their conclusion and may overstate the findings of the study. The busy researcher may be tempted to simply read the abstract rather than find the original paper in the library and carefully reading its whole text in order to assess its value. This tendency, although understandable in a busy world, can only devalue and slow down the advancement of science, and it also slows the death of poor papers. Furthermore, readers of abstracts or papers must not simply assume that, because it has been published in a peer-reviewed journal, it is of good value and beyond criticism. This is too much to expect of any editor especially as it is not particularly unusual for referees to disagree as to the quality and value of a paper. Whilst I, who trained initially as an orthopaedic surgeon, feel that I am probably qualified to assess the quality of most papers regarding 'orthopaedic' topics, such as wrist osteoarthritis and fractures, I am not an expert on the whole spectrum of hand surgery and am at risk of allowing inaccurate abstracts or less than ideal papers on topics at the plastic surgery end of the spectrum of hand surgery to be published. Furthermore, I and other editors may publish papers which we know are controversial, in which case it is imperative that the whole article is carefully evaluated. In this era of increasing numbers of publications it is, as always, the responsibility of readers to assess for themselves the value of papers which they intend to quote in research articles or use as a basis for changing their clinical practice.
As an Editor I think that increasing the size of our journal would not necessarily be of benefit to our readers, and might actually result in readers reading fewer papers in detail than would be the case if the number of published articles was kept smaller. It is for this reason than the size of this journal reduced in 2000 and has remained at a lower level. I hope that this has increased the value of the journal to the readers. Obviously this policy has resulted in casualties, with papers which might otherwise have been accepted being rejected though I am still sure that we have accepted and published a few papers that should probably have been rejected. Thus the reader still has to assess the quality of published papers rather than rely on the editorial system. I firmly believe that a world with fewer journals, each containing fewer pages, would be beneficial, rather than detrimental, to the advancement of hand surgery, as well as to the busy surgeon with only limited time available for scientific reading. The worth of a journal should not be assessed by its size and it is actually more demanding of the editorial system to produce a thin, rather than a thick, journal, assuming equal numbers of submissions. To quote a television advertisement for tinned salmon from the 1970s 'it is the fish that John West rejects that makes John West the best'. I would hope that academic institutions would applaud a policy of more selective publishing, but it is actually of little benefit for the contributors to journals for small surgical specialities such as hand surgery. Such journals inevitably have a relatively small readership which cannot be easily increased. Thus their circulation will always be small and their content will only be relevant to a small readership such that their impact factors, which are considered to indicate the quality of the journals and their contained articles, will continue to languish at a very low level in comparison with journals such as Nature. It is sad that the low impact factors of all Hand Surgery journals has been detrimental to some hand surgery units within academic institutions. Such units are having money taken away from them and given to other, larger departments who are able to publish in journals with greater impact factors and thus, superficially at least, appear to be of more benefit to the university and certainly allow it to achieve higher scores in the research assessment exercise. Some journals and editorial boards have responded with strategies to try to improve their impact factors and policies such as the one of this journal to 'limit citations to those that are pertinent and essential for your study' rather than referring to everything which has been published on the subject in the past 3 years is counterproductive to those who take the impact factor seriously. I would ask those who designed the impact factor and those in the administration departments of universities who consider The Journal of Hand Surgery of so little importance whether they would be concerned if they discovered that a surgeon who is about to operate on their hand does not subscribe to any journal of hand surgery and has not read any such journal in the past 10 years, preferring to read Nature instead. Regardless of our impact factor, I feel that we have published articles of great value to the hand surgeons over the past few years and the impact factor should be regarded with caution as it can be manipulated (Ahmed and Goldie, 2002; Ahmed et al., Year Pages Br/Euro Am Zyluk, 2003) . For example, this paragraph on its own could improve our impact factor for 2004 by one point if the impact factor police blindly count the references and fall for my deceit. This is the final issue of my editorship which at times has been arduous and difficult, though at all times, even at 1 o'clock in the morning, has been educational. Overall it has been a very enjoyable experience which I would not have missed. I hope that my successor, David Elliot, will enjoy this post as much as I have and I have no doubt that the journal will go from strength to strength under his guidance. Throughout my editorship I have been indebted to a large number of people, including those surgeons who have found time to write review articles and also those who have not only found the time, but have also been sufficiently brave, to produce controversial personal view articles which I hope have been thought-provoking. Finally, I am indebted to the large number of hand surgeons and scientists who have given up their free time to act as referees for the journal. No journal can survive without good referees and I have no doubts that the comments of our referees have helped authors to improve their papers and scientific method such that hand surgery can progress through fact rather than fashion.
